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Prologue: Pastoral Prelude


In 1854, attracted to the area by world-famous gold discoveries, a European artist sketched an Aboriginal at work in the forest at Warrenheip near Ballarat. The poise of the hunter, his mastery of the art and sympathy with his quarry, contrasted sharply with the spoiling of near-by gullies, where representatives of the world’s most sophisticated civilization were tearing the earth apart. They had come with destructive intent whereas his tribe had for thousands of years maintained a balance between population and resources; and they were essentially individualistic and acquisitive, whereas he was bound by custom to share the kangaroo with all his people.


Within their tribal boundaries Aboriginals moved constantly in search of food such as yams, fruit, nuts, emus’ eggs, honey, freshwater mussels, fish, yabbies, possums and kangaroos. In order to do so they travelled light, for, unlike Europeans, who for thousands of years had been cultivators and therefore sedentary, they regarded possessions as encumbrances. For shelter they were satisfied with flimsy lean-to structures of saplings and green leaves; for ovens they needed only circles of rocks; their implements were mainly the stone axe and digging stick and their weapons the spear, spear-thrower, club and boomerang. The willingness of the Aboriginals to go hungry and cold during winter showed how bound they were to the rhythms of the bush, and that sensitivity to their environment was increased by religious beliefs in which animal ancestors of the genesis or “dreamtime” were associated with sacred places. Only in the use of fire, and that massively, in order to burn off old grass and encourage the regrowth of hunting pasture, were they active in transforming the landscape.1


Although nomads, Aboriginals had a strong sense of place. Tribal lore explained the seasonal availability of plants and game, and every feature of landscape was named. So Warrenheip and Buninyong were the local volcanic cones, Wendouree and Burrumbeet the lakes, Yar-ar-way [Yarrowee] the river, Lal Lal the falls, and Bowdun, Black Hill, under which lay a great white mass of quartz. Balla-arat, literally “elbow-place”, was a favourite camping site, for it was a beautiful alluvial flat at the meeting point between plain and forest where there was permanent water and abundant game. Thousands of years of Aboriginal elbows had scarcely marked the spot.2


The blacks did not till the soil, they knew nothing of metals and had no animal husbandry. In fact they were so innocent of the mainsprings of European culture that they were despised as ignorant savages. People who felt mastery over the earth were bound to treat them as irrelevant and expendable. What they thought in return we hardly know. Apart from the bewilderment expressed to the handful of whites who listened to them, we have only the anger and incomprehension that boils in their descendants one hundred and forty years later. It has taken almost that long for significant elements in the white community to see them in perspective. Geoffrey Blainey’s recent and powerful interpretation of their occupation of Australia as the triumph of the nomads, rivalling the achievement of more sophisticated civilizations, would have been regarded not long ago as the raving of a crank. For Aboriginal studies have really just begun, and interestingly one of the first Australian archaeological discoveries shows that their occupation of Australia dates back thirty thousand years.3


Against that backdrop, the pastoral settlement of Victoria, which was seen at the time as a triumph, may look crude, insensitive and undemocratic. Many pastoralists left diaries and reminiscences, which reveal a materialistic civilization, in which animals, supervised by menial humans, were used as a task force to convert the natural vegetation into a fibre for sale to factories twelve thousand miles away. Such a level of abstraction was inconceivable to Aboriginals. The white man’s objective, money, was pursued with a fervour and individualism quite outside their experience. In fact it was outside the experience of the land from which the white men came. For Australia’s wool industry was probably the most capitalistic form of primary production in the world at that time. Its development depended on British investment, which was channelled through the commercial seaport capitals of the new colonies by merchant firms who also arranged the export of wool. From the 1820s extensive grazing on crown land had been the means of establishing wool as the staple product of New South Wales, where sheep had been introduced very early in the history of the colony and had proved highly profitable, as they did also in Van Diemen’s Land. The pace of expansion depended for a time only on the speed with which the ewes and rams could breed. An ocean of grass was available on the temperate plains of south-eastern Australia and from the 1830s the country was let out in sheep-runs of thousands of acres for an annual licence payment of £10. All a would-be pastoralist required was access to the considerable capital needed to buy a flock of sheep, the courage to move out beyond the settled districts, energy and common sense. After a few years of hardship in primitive quarters, he would have doubled his capital. Quite apart from the value of the wool, it was easy to sell off the increase of the flock or to dispose of the whole enterprise and transfer the licence to some eager newcomer. A common objective was capital gain.4


In the first phase of the giant sheep-rush into the Port Phillip District, later Victoria, the pastoralists, mostly young men, mixed business with adventure. Following the foundation of Melbourne in 1835 and Geelong soon afterwards, many flocks (ferried in small ships from Van Diemen’s Land or overlanded from New South Wales) were driven in search of pasture to the Western District, the much publicized “Australia Felix” of the explorer Thomas Mitchell, who had crossed it, enraptured, in 1836. Huge areas were secured on £10 licences. The Ballarat district was opened by a co-operative party prospecting for runs as diggers were later to prospect for gold. They left Corio Bay in August 1837 and gained their first sight of Ballarat from Mt Buninyong, whence they pressed on briefly to the west and north-west into lush, kangaroo-grass plains. A few months later most of the party, and some newcomers, returned with sheep and settled, co-operatively at first, probably from fear of the blacks, on a huge run bearing the Aboriginal name Murgheboluc. But the fear passed, settlement formalized and individual licences for definite station boundaries were soon in force.5


By 1840 all the grassy plain around Ballarat had been occupied and by 1846 cattle were grazing the rougher forested areas to the east and north. The cousins Archibald and William Yuille sat astride the Yarrowee River and possessed the beautiful basin beneath Black Hill, some miles of open ground to the west and south, and a northerly segment around Wendouree, which soon became known as Yuille’s Swamp. Within a fifteen-mile radius of Yuille’s Ballarat run there were about twenty stations.6


At first each run was a semi-anarchic world of its own: the squatter, or his manager, lived at the head station with several shepherds and a few thousand sheep, which were probably driven at night into quite solidly constructed yards. Fencing was limited and rare. At each of three or four outstations a hut-keeper acted as the anchor man for two or three shepherds each with his own flock, which was moved out to grass every morning and returned to the security of rough hurdles at night. A team of patient bullocks, a lumbering wagon and a hard-swearing bullock-driver usually completed the scene. It was the bullocky’s task to bring in supplies, take out the wool and perform numerous cartage and haulage jobs around the run. He had no sinecure. Through marshy patches of the Geelong track it sometimes took twenty-five bullocks to haul a dray, slithering and sliding on its body.7


Some squatters settled quickly and skilfully, as George Augustus Robinson, Chief Protector of Aborigines, noticed when he visited the area in 1840. John, Thomas and Somerville Learmonth at Buninyong had erected a cottage, fenced a large paddock and grown a fine crop of wheat. They had numerous slab outbuildings, thatched with grass, a stud of horses and 50 000 sheep grazing about 8000 acres. Also after two years, the former sea captain John Hepburn, at Smeaton, had a house measuring fifty feet by forty, a large woolshed and gardens of superb flowers and vegetables. He cultivated the native yam (“murnong”) as well as carrots, peas, cabbages, cauliflowers, beans, kale, turnips, beetroot and trefoil. Henry Anderson of Bonshaw had a fifteen-acre paddock fenced with birch and ten acres under wheat. “What”, exclaimed Robinson in his diary, “would the poor farmers at home think of having 150 and 300 square miles of excellent grazing or pasture land and agriculturalist land for £10 per annum?” At almost every run he saw stacks of wheat and was amazed at the superabundance of grass, even in that year when Lakes Burrumbeet and Wendouree were dry. The grazing and cultivation, the splitting of trees for slabs, the building of huts and houses, and the regular movement of men and animals between fixed points indicated a different civilization from the one Robinson came to protect.8


[image: image]


An Aboriginal hunter at work near Warrenheip, 1854


He was already too late to save Aboriginal culture. The palliative measure that was politically viable, the establishment of protector Parker at Jim Crow (Daylesford) on unclaimed ground to which the blacks were to be encouraged to migrate, violated every freedom the nomads held dear. It seemed attractive to the whites, there were large waterholes, plenty of fish, and kangaroos in abundance, but it could not supply a complete diet. Without seeming to realize the anomaly, Robinson recorded that Captain Hepburn, who took him to the place, also pointed out on his own run a favourite camping-place where he had seen thirty women at a time digging murnong while the men took to the forest after an abundance of possum and kangaroo. Robinson counted thirty or forty “screens or shelters of boughs” and saw fireplaces up to ten feet in diameter where murnong was baked. Because Aboriginals ranged so widely in search of food, there was no way their life could be sustained within the confines of a single squatting-run. That was the rub. The competing value systems of nomadic and sedentary societies met head on, and the former was smashed. Robinson recorded the ambivalent attitudes of most settlers, who paid lip-service to the idea of justice for the blacks but had huts full of guns. Some were openly hostile and were obviously guilty of cold-blooded murder, whilst a few were gentle and just and seemed to have no problem of communication. Robinson himself conversed quite freely, gathering information about native place-names and the territory of the two local tribes, the Wartowerang to the east and south (including mounts Warrenheip and Buninyong) and the Jargowerang to the west and north (Dowling Forest, Learmonth, Smeaton, Clunes and some of the Pyrenees). He was impressed with their physique and intelligence, but deeply distressed by the high incidence of venereal disease.9


Another chart of attitudes and events is the first chapter of W. B. Withers’s History of Ballarat, written in 1870 when the clash of cultures was still vividly remembered. According to the whites to whom he spoke, the local Aboriginals were indolent and often treacherous. Somerville Learmonth testified to an initial good will on his part that was dashed by the cold-blooded murder of a hut-keeper and an initial trust that was violated by frequent thefts. He ordered that no natives be allowed about the place:


They are most expert thieves. I remember seeing a woman who was employed in gathering potatoes quietly raise a large proportion with her toes, and place the potatoes in her wallet, the others being openly put into the receptacle provided by the employer. Another gentleman, surprised at the rapidity with which his crop withered away, examined and found that the tubers had been removed and the stems placed in the ground again.10


But Withers tells only one side of the story. And he tells it in the perspective of the great material success of white pastoralists, farmers, gold miners, merchants and manufacturers, to whom the Aboriginals seemed like children. They were treated that way: “King Billy was the name given to the chief of the tribes about here, and that regal personage for many years wore a big brass plate bearing his title”.11 Another “king” was given a crown of thorns and taken to execution, but Billy was turned into a side-show (as Withers’s words and one of his illustrations indicates) although later, perhaps in conscience for the treatment of his race, he was buried with public honours.


Ten years after Robinson’s visit, and on the eve of the momentous gold discovery of 1851, confrontation with the blacks was over. The houses, outbuildings, gardens, flocks, herds and crops of the pastoral pioneers indicated that they were firmly settled. Buninyong had become a sizeable village. The first inland township of Port Phillip, it had smithy, store, public house, Presbyterian Church, boarding-school and a population of sawyers, splitters, teamsters and the families of these and other itinerant bush workers. Pastoralists did not engage family men as shepherds, despite the problems they had with their bachelors, who appear in diaries and disappear again like the characters in Punch and Judy. Their drunkenness, insubordination and inefficiency were the stuff of legend, but labour was short and they had to be tolerated.12


What is most noticeable in 1850, in the diary of William McGregor, the Learmonths’ foreman, is an extraordinary command of distance. Routine journeys were made to Portland and Mt Gambier as well as to Geelong and, despite the increasing provision of post-and-rail fencing, stray cattle were found hundreds of miles from home. The Learmonths had moved temporarily into cattle in a large way. For nine months from April 1850 McGregor recorded the construction of holding paddocks, yards, slaughterhouse, cooper’s shop and other facilities related to the boiling-down of cattle. The bush was raided for slabs, chopping-blocks and flagstones. Staves were steamed for barrels and casks, and entries like “all hands employed at the melting shed” and “sent two drays to Portland” [each with a ton and a half of tallow] studded the diary for some months. Hides were dried, folded, bundled and sent off, and on one occasion a keg of gall and a cask of tongues, “addressing them upon a piece of leather”, were sent to Buninyong. Every fortnight a horse-cart took 1501b of salt beef and flour, sugar and tea to the outstations. There were many thousand sheep and hundreds of horses and this was only one of the Learmonths’ three runs.13


Withers observed, despite such activity, that on the eve of the gold discovery a pastoral quiet reigned everywhere. And especially in the Ballarat basin, where there was water in the driest summer, and where the grass was always so green and good that cattle and horses strayed to it from miles around. The white trunks of the gums on the flat and the yellow bloom, in springtime, of the wattles on the basalt escarpment struck deep into the consciousness of immigrant Europeans, whose industrializing homelands could no longer supply that arcadian charm.14





PART I   Skirmish






1 | Golden Point


It was late August 1851. Across the beautiful flat near Yuille’s Black Hill outstation a young man, James Regan, was returning from the gold workings of Clunes to those at Buninyong. The sodden ground sucked at his boots and there was no joy in the news he was taking to his mate, seventy-five-year-old John Dunlop, who had remained with their tent and stores while Regan assessed the prospects of the other field. At length he reached higher ground on a flank of Buninyong Gully among the young wattles, stringybarks and grass-trees of a gravelly quartz slope. There he dug a spadeful of surface soil and filled his dish. A creek was close, so washing was easy and before long he was staring at several sizeable pieces of gold. Elated at the find, he set off for Buninyong to get his mate. Next day the pair returned and took from their first few spadefuls of soil as much gold as they had been getting after about five hours hard labour at Buninyong. They had stumbled on the surface deposits of Ballarat’s Golden Point and had turned the first sods of one of the richest and most tantalizing alluvial goldfields in the history of the world.1


Australia is the oldest of continents. For millions of years ice and then water had eroded Ballarat’s quartz ranges and deposited gold in the gravels of streams and in layers of clay. Intermittently volcanoes had covered some of the ground with lava, disturbing the drainage pattern and helping to create lakes, which filled up with silt and clay until the original terrain was hundreds of feet below the surface. In the end Ballarat, the Aboriginal resting-place, had been so successfully prepared for a European treasure hunt that a vigorous community struggled for more than sixty years with the riddle of its landscape. Men tore it apart, often in frenzy and despair, for it was as devious as it was rich. If the washdirt had been dynamite they could hardly have ravaged it more, for in their hands Balla-arat the beautiful could be no resting-place.


The first prospectors were the outriders or tentacles of a European monetary system based on and hungry for gold. They were individualists from a laissez-faire society in which few were so exalted that they would not dig in the dirt for riches, and fewer still from the middle and lower ranks so unworldly that they would not risk hardship and death in the hope of sudden affluence. So these men felt extraordinarily lucky that a mere fifty miles from Geelong, the seaport from which they came, there was promising ground, and a centre for supplies at the adjacent hamlet of Buninyong. There, on 8 August 1851, the local blacksmith, Thomas Hiscock, a self-employed man, had made the first significant local discoveries. His results, with crowbar and milk-dish, were not spectacular, but they drew attention to the area because nothing better had been found and because Alfred Clarke of the Geelong Advertiser published the news.2


Gold fever had spread from New South Wales a few months before. On 9 June the leading men of Melbourne announced a reward for the discovery of a payable field, and in July both Clunes and Warrandyte were established. By the end of the month there were three hundred at Clunes, making a steady but laborious living, and early in August Captain Dana, with some native police, was sent from Melbourne to investigate rumours of further gold deposits in the Pyrenees to the west of Ballarat. There was no rush.3 Yet because Hiscock’s mediocre find at Buninyong was on the road to Clunes several Geelong parties decided to break their journey to the more distant diggings in order to try the new area, to which miners had also come down from Clunes.4


Buninyong was a little Geelong under canvas. For the grip of gold was strongest on acquisitive urban dwellers, who responded quickly to the possibility that another California was at their doorstep. Alfred Clarke wrote of these fortune-hunters:


The inhabitants of Geelong are becoming nomadic—various tribes from Geelong and Chilwell have sent their deputations, and the denizens of the Western District may be described ere long as dwellers in tents, as hewers of wood and drawers of water. Geelong is going out of town and coming to Buninyong. Bricks and mortar are deserted for tarpaulins, comfort for inconvenience, ease for hardship, ordinary travail for hard labour, and all is set at nought by the desire for gold, gold that is to be rent from the bowels of the earth. Neither rain nor storm overpowers the desire; the cry is still “they come, they come”.5


Clarke gave his readers an ounce-by-ounce account of the finds. And when Buninyong’s surface loam was nearly exhausted, he followed the prospectors to distant gullies and became a clearinghouse of information about the area. Besides Regan and Dunlop, other men who were to figure in an historical debate about who discovered the Ballarat field were camped at Buninyong. Merrick’s party—Batty, Dunn, Fitzgerald, Merrick, Turner and Wilson—who had left Geelong by dray on 5 August, were becoming restless towards the end of the month.6 So were Connor’s party—Brown, Connor, Jeanes, Smith, Thornton and Woodward—although much later arrivals. Both sent out scouts and both claimed later that they discovered Ballarat, but it now seems likely from Alfred Clarke’s evidence that, when making the claim two years afterwards and when interviewed by W. B. Withers in 1870, they were confused about dates.7 None of them had kept diaries. It is even possible, as Harry Stacpoole suggests after a thorough examination of the evidence, that they heard from Clarke about Regan and Dunlop’s success.8 Some of the uncertainty stems from the fact that they dug a quarter of a mile away from Regan and Dunlop and could have believed that no one was there before them. Stacpoole discounts their claim because Clarke himself later mixed up the dates. Although certain that Regan and Dunlop were entitled to the credit for Ballarat, Clarke put the date of his first visit to them “on a small knoll surrounded by young wattles” at 1 or 2 September instead of (as his despatch of 30 August reveals) 28 or 29 August.9 There is still confusion, however, in the fact that although a new find was known to him on 25 August (the date Stacpoole accepts as indicating a discovery by Regan on 24 or 25 August), little had been done by the discoverers when he visited them. On 30 August he reported only that they had tried the earth and that “two dishfuls gave more than half a day’s cradling at the place they had left.”10 With such gold about they would hardly have been twiddling their thumbs for three or four days.


Clarke, an alert observer, reported only one party near Golden Point when he visited the new area on 28 or 29 August. If both Merrick’s and Connor’s parties were established there, as they claimed, by 26 August, with horses, carts, tents and cradles, the newspaperman could hardly have missed them. Besides, he specifically mentions on 4 September that Connor’s party was just getting into order.11 On the other hand, if Regan and Dunlop had been there since 25 or 26 August, it is hard to explain why Clarke spoke only of the results of their first two dishfuls of soil, unless of course the exceptionally heavy rain of that week had kept the discoverers in their tent. To escape the deluge Clarke galloped uncomfortably back to Buninyong to the shelter of the inn, which was his headquarters, and wrote in his dispatch, “I had a creek running down my vertebrae, a lagoon in each boot and a water-hole in my hat. I was in excellent condition for cradling …”12


Whoever was first, one fact is clear. The prospectors had to look at the countryside with new eyes. For ten years or more squatters and shepherds had seen it in terms of grass, water and shelter. Now the accent was to be on barren ground. The newcomers tried to visualize the eroded Californian landscape, that testing-ground of techniques and that seedbed of aspirations unknown in Australia before 1849. And sure enough, gold was found on a gravelly slope covered with quartz boulders and was so close to the surface that it was tangled in the roots of stumpy black-stemmed grass-trees and tough stringybarks.


Californian experience would have suggested Golden Point. But not initially. The diggers were justified in looking first at the beds and banks of streams and they had probably searched the valley floor, little realizing that it was of very recent origin and innocent of gold. On journeys to Clunes they crossed and recrossed Ballarat Flat beneath the volcanic escarpment, along which wattles bloomed and teamsters and shepherds camped. They skirted the pools of permanent water and pushed through lush grass which attracted the squatters’ cattle and made a scene of storybook beauty. But until they looked higher there was no trace of gold. The first target of Californian diggers, the original rivers, were nowhere to be seen.


This was a novel goldfields landscape. The open space of Ballarat Flat represented a gap in the line of quartz hills (later known as the White Horse Ranges) which extended seven miles southwards to Buninyong, where Hiscock had made his find. The quartz terminated above Golden Point and did not continue again for over a mile to the north in the abrupt but heavily timbered slopes of Black Hill. Through the gap the river ran gently on a westerly course, and then turned south as it encountered the basalt flow. An important, although seasonal, tributary system drained the easterly face of the White Horse Ranges before flowing north and then west around Golden Point and through the gap where it met further tributaries before joining the main stream.


The flat was therefore fertile, even benign, disguising the fact that buried below lay river-beds that had once carried torrents of water, which had robbed the reefs of their gold and, changing course, had left some of their booty marooned in quartz gravels in terraces high above their swirling waters. One such terrace was Golden Point; it had been the inside bend of a swift river and eventually became the main surface indication of Ballarat’s hidden treasure. It was roughly half a mile long by two hundred yards wide and lay east-west athwart the line of the range.13
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Routes to the diggings, 1851


The plunder began slowly. A few parties gathered around Regan and Dunlop at the eastern end of the terrace, later erroneously called Poverty Point, and a few near Connor’s and Merrick’s parties at the western end. Many were inept, scratching at the surface and washing without cradles. Even so they generated exciting reports. On Sunday 31 August a nugget looking just like a dried windsor bean and weighing almost three-quarters of an ounce attracted great attention.14 Buninyong was soon deserted and newcomers from Geelong went straight through to the new field. Among those to arrive in the first week were James Oddie and Thomas Bath, who grew famous with Ballarat, and George Howe and Francis Herring, who built the George Hotel.15 Clarke spent several days at the diggings and then, from Buninyong, on 3 September, broke the news of a “prolific goldfield … richly charged with the precious metal”. He counted twenty-six tents and about a hundred diggers and gave the names of the parties who were at work. They were making five times as much as at Clunes, and Clarke fired into the air the thought that Geelong would soon be able to call itself the Golden District.


Excitement grew, especially out of an incident late on Saturday afternoon 6 September when, after two parties had tossed for the choice of ground, the winners dug 23oz. of beautiful gold before dark. One piece weighed over 3dwt. These nuggets of gold, infinitesimal though they were by later standards, gave a new edge to the experience. Lovely to handle, they were intensely exciting to find.16 These and the consistently good averages of between ¼ and ½ oz per man per day attracted attention in Geelong and Melbourne. Victoria’s first rush began. On 9 September numbers of Geelong’s professional men drove in—such as washed for gold with gloves on their hands. For them it was in part a diversion, a giant picnic, a sporting event, or an unusual experience which would make good reading in their letters home. On the other hand they were soon indistinguishable from the rest of the diggers, like Woodward the french-polisher, Hannington the bullock-driver, and David Ham the farmer, who had also been a ship’s-chandler.17 The rhythms of the diggings life took over and swallowed up erstwhile loafers and labourers, shopkeepers, mechanics and feared ex-convicts. Daily the road from Geelong disgorged bullock and horse drays, donkey carts, dog and goat carts, wheel-barrows and swag-carrying would-be miners, who looked for all the world like railway navvies. One man, carrying a cradle on his back, was stopped as he left Geelong by a short gentleman in black, who accused him of running away with his pulpit.18 And the pace quickened as further discoveries were made. On 14 September W. S. Gibbons reported in the Melbourne Daily News that one party of four had averaged 2 oz each per day for over a week.19
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Townsmen on the move: crossing the creek at Bacchus Marsh en route to Ballarat


A heterogeneous collection of humanity never before seen in the bush assembled out of sight of the police, out of reach of formal restraints, out of touch with city comforts. They were drawn together in a completely new association, in a bachelor world where strength and resourcefulness were paramount. Warning against an impetuous decision to take up the diggings life, in the optimism engendered by his own reports, Alfred Clarke summed up the effort required at Ballarat in mid-September before there were even the roughest of hotels, boarding-houses or canvas restaurants and while he still carried in his mind a strong picture of the steady slog at Clunes and Buninyong:


A gold digger must be a Jack-o-all trades; he must be able to strip bark, fall a tree, and saw it, dig sods, make embankments, put up a hut, mend your clothes, draw firewood after chopping it, bake, boil and roast, use a pick and spade, delve, dig, and quarry, load, and unload, draw a sledge, and drive a barrow, cut paths, make roadways, puddle in mud, and splash ankle deep in water, with occasional slushings from head to foot, bear sleet and rain without flinching during the day, and sleep in damp blankets during the night, thankful that they are not entirely saturated—if ye can do all this, and have spirit enough to attempt it, and endurance enough to carry it on for three months, why there is gold and rheumatism in store for you.20


He suggested above all that a digger needed to be made of guttapercha and to have a stomach like an ostrich.


For three weeks the miners were in charge of the field, but the frontier democracy was orderly; policy was decided at public meetings and grievances were aired from a convenient tree-stump.21 Ground close to the creek was most prized. At a public meeting, the early birds agreed on allotments fifty feet deep with ten feet of frontage per man and they soon possessed all the strip of land along the base of the terrace, except for wheelbarrow tracks between some of the claims. Parties of six men held about half an acre, which was sixty times as much as they were allowed once the authorities arrived. Such large claims were typical of California and were probably derived from there, although the relatively sparse returns from crude surfacing techniques could have led to a similar result. Gibbons of the Melbourne Daily News described the beginnings of that prodigious labour by which the earth of the old river bend was taken back to water. Barrows and sledges were filled with washdirt on the slope of the hill and were pushed and dragged, sometimes by ropes, to the bank of the creek where by 13 September there were fifty cradles at work, each operated by two men, one rocking, the other ladling water.22


A map of the line-up at the western end of the field, drawn by Dunn of Merrick’s party, shows that newcomers faced the alternatives of a long carry to wash or the discovery of further deposits.23 Thus Brownbill, after failing to jump a frontage claim, went upstream and found new diggings called Brownbill’s (later corrupted to Brown Hill). This was the beginning of the famous Little Bendigo field, and Captain Dana reported on his arrival on 20 September that there were 150 men there, in comparison with 300 or 400 at Golden Point and 250 up the Buninyong Gully, two miles from that township.24 Partly because claims were large, Golden Point at that stage by no means dominated Ballarat.
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Dunn’s map of Golden Point


The picture soon changed. The first rush from Geelong coincided with a movement from Clunes of the most experienced miners in the colony. James Esmond and the Cavanagh brothers came down about 10 September and managed to stake claims on Golden Point, almost certainly because they were prepared to forsake the lower slopes.25 To the surprise of those already there they climbed the hill beyond existing claims and crossed a fifteen-foot right-of-way to ground that earlier public meetings had agreed would eventually form a second line of claims. The Cavanaghs sank among trees near Oddie’s tent and in two days, from a depth of six feet, removed 60 lb weight of gold. From Californian experience they were aware of the importance of sinking to a thin layer of blue clay lying full of gold on the first bottom of pipeclay, and as so often happens in mining history, their knowledge opened up the unknown. They were probably lucky that the frontage claims were taken. Higher up the hill the clay was close to the surface.


This was indeed a breakthrough, and it brought madness in its train, not only on the field but in the cities, from which almost every able-bodied man was soon on the move. Stories of huge nuggets were irresistible. Charles La Trobe, the Lieutenant-Governor, watched the normal fabric of society disintegrate, as if the diggings were a chasm into which the colony was falling.26 The Presbyterian minister at Buninyong was amazed at the rush of respectability past his door. On the field, men were crushed to death by trees they undermined in their haste to get at the gold. Values changed overnight. Then an ounce a day had seemed bountiful; now a single claim could produce a fortune. Fear of theft mounted. Men slept with loaded pistols handy. They washed up carefully each day, to avoid leaving rich dirt lying about, and they used all sorts of stratagems to hide their gold from prying eyes. They left rich claims reluctantly at night to make for the distant sprinkle of tents among the trees or on the flat. If holding a large amount of gold, they might slip off to Buninyong to deposit it in greater security.27 Even so, the only means of sending it to town was the bi-weekly Buninyong mail coach, which now, quite apart from the gold, needed a secure guard. The Cavanaghs went right through to Geelong. They arrived on 20 September, preceded by news of their find, and made the important decision to send their gold to England, where it brought nearly £4 an ounce against a local price at that time of about £3.28 Their two days toil, worth £3800, had set them up for life. Dunlop and Regan also prospered; the clay in their claim paid very well.


The excitement spread. With a scientist’s zest, W. S. Gibbons described the Golden Point terrace to an eager audience at the Melbourne Mechanics Institute on 4 October:


On the surface of the earth was turf, below which was a layer of rich black alluvial soil, and below that grey clay—below that again was a description of red gravel, which was sometimes very good—then red or yellow clay in which gold was also found and then a stratum varying in thickness of clay streaked in various colours, and scarcely worth working, and the next stratum was of hard white pipe-clay which was a decided barrier. Immediately above it, however, was a thin layer of chocolate-coloured clay, tough and soapy; this was the celebrated blue clay, and was very rich. The ground on which the diggings were situated was a sloping bank, and the strata lay with their inclinations upwards. The blue clay is found near the surface on the brow of the hill, that is at a depth of about one foot, but sometimes it is necessary to dig twenty feet before arriving at it.29


Heightened business on the field and the new depth of sinking made claim regulation far more difficult. The old ground of aborted round holes and shallow scrapings was tackled all over again, and it was hard to decide how much should be given and to whom. There was antipathy between the newcomers from Clunes and the established, mainly Geelong, parties. But democracy prevailed with excursions to the “stump” (shown on Dunn’s map) where personal disputes were given a public airing.30


Some of the time given to the diggers to run their own affairs was the gift of Commissioner F. C. Doveton, who had been ordered to proceed to Buninyong early in September. He dithered about in Melbourne equipping himself, his bailiff and five troopers, and reported long and futile bargaining with carters, who wanted exorbitant sums to take up his baggage and stores. In the end he paid Quinten Dick £35 for two dray-loads. The delay did not please the governor, who minuted one of Doveton’s letters: “Mr. Doveton must really make up his mind to go at once to his field of action, one way or another”. If he could not go heavily baggaged, he was to go quickly with a few men. La Trobe was alarmed by news from Buninyong and wanted a man on the field at once, if only to report.31


The picture hardly suggests an efficient cog in a well-oiled machine. Nor does Doveton appear to have ordered his men to dig spurs into the black cob, the two roans, the brown horse and the two bays he had bought. He was held up, anyway, replacing a constable one of the horses had thrown to his death, and did not reach Ballarat until Friday 20 September. Perched on one nag was David Armstrong, his great fists ready “to shoe a horse or fell a man”.32 Earlier trips, with Dana to the Pyrenees at 10s a day and 5s for forage, and with Fenwick to Warrandyte, had apparently whetted his appetite for government service. He was now a crown lands bailiff for the goldfields and was soon to graduate to assistant commissioner at a salary of £250. Later he earned the contempt of William Howitt, in whose Land, Labour and Gold he appears as Hermsprong of Bendigo, the terror of sly-groggers and honest men alike.33


The choice of commissioners of crown lands as the prototype goldfields officials was natural enough in the uncertainty of the time, especially because of the fear that in their occupation of the country the diggers would clash with the squatters. But it was fateful. What Doveton was to try out on the miners of Ballarat was a well-established routine. The arrival of his mounted team at Ballarat, with carbines and pistols, could be taken straight from Edward Curr’s Recollections of Squatting in Victoria. The earlier commissioners, Curr tells us, could have passed for officers of a regiment of irregular mounted rifles. When in town they could be found close to La Trobe and prominent in the club and at Assembly balls. In the country they might suddenly break off a deliberation over boundaries to thunder after kangaroo. Their duties were to issue licences, settle boundary disputes, deal with Aboriginal outbreaks, and license and set the charges of bush pubs. Their powers were wide and if a commissioner’s disposition was autocratic he could storm through the country, as Foster Fyans did in the Western District, upsetting the squatters and titillating his men.34


The arrival of Doveton and his assistants on that Friday afternoon in spring, together with Captain Dana and half a dozen native police, led to a confrontation. The law lay firmly in the commissioner’s hands, for the diggers were trespassers on crown lands, over which he had complete jurisdiction. But in the background of his mind, and of theirs, was knowledge of the debate that had been going on in Melbourne and Geelong for some weeks, following public protests against the proposed goldfields licence tax of 30s per month per miner, paid in advance. Clarke wrote in the Geelong Advertiser of 25 August, “Thirty shillings for twenty-six days work is the impost demanded by our Victorian Czar … I say, unhesitatingly, fearlessly and conscientiously that there has not been a more gross attempt at injustice since the days of Wat Tyler”. Thirty shillings was a ludicrous figure in terms of the known returns from gold mining at that stage, but it was not primarily a revenue measure nor was it related to production. Far more important was its action in deterring diggers. Besides, only those who could prove to the commissioner, in that day of strict masters-and-servants legislation, that they were quite properly absent from their jobs, were to be allowed to dig.35 All this in a colony whose leading citizens had offered a reward of 200 guineas and whose government was to hand out £10 000 to the discoverers of gold.


If the tax had had a simple motive, it would not have remained such a stumbling-block to good relations between government and governed on the fields. If it had been realistic, the protests would have carried no weight. But in a period when direct taxes were almost unheard of, and before the goldfields had been proved, the miners were asked to pay in a year almost twice as much for tiny claims as squatters paid for the sprawling acres from which they mostly achieved fat incomes.


Nevertheless, there were to be few more suitable times to exact the licence fee than at Golden Point, Ballarat, in late September 1851. There was gold in almost every hole, and in many the blue clay held specks and small nuggets as thick as nuts in nougat. The four hundred miners were averaging well over an ounce per day and Connor’s party, posing as the discoverers, showed Doveton a pannikin full.36 This probably decided the commissioner. Although he had had a letter from the Colonial Secretary before he set out, telling him not to worry about issuing licences during September, he could see that the miners could well afford to pay.37


Before riding to Buninyong for the night, he spent the afternoon of the 20th picking his way through the claims and along the creek, among parties of miners covered from head to foot in multicoloured clay.38 Already the rhythm of intense manual labour was apparent. Out of round or oval holes of from five to ten feet deep the washdirt was thrown. It was then carted in sacks slung over the shoulder, or trundled with difficulty in barrows across rough ground to the increasingly broken-down banks of the creek. It was dumped there, until it could be washed by stages in puddling-tub, cradle and dish. There were about a hundred cradles at this time, but the era of the tub was just beginning in the wake of Cavanagh’s discovery of gold in the glutinous clay.39


On Saturday morning, 21 September, the commissioner announced that he intended to issue licences and to restrict the size of claims to eight feet square.40 The miners gathered in protest “outside the bark hut”. Swindells, a German from Geelong, mounted a stump and spoke strongly against paying. So did Connor and Oddie. They were supported in particular, according to Captain Dana, by some newspapermen, probably Alfred Clarke and the unnamed Geelong correspondent of the Melbourne Argus, who both came out strongly in criticism of the decision. Their words from the stump are not recorded, but it is clear that they knew that by issuing licences the government was breaking its word. The crowd agreed to withhold payment, and Dana records that he had no hope of coercing them. Swindells and Oddie approached the commissioner’s tent to parley.41 Yet imagine the shock when shortly afterwards the members of Connor’s party were seen to enter the tent and emerge with the first licences and probably the right to double claims. They had even paid 15s for half the month, although only nine days of September remained. They were set upon immediately with clods and fists, and but for the presence of the handful of troopers might have been severely injured.42


Such however was the strength of the commissioner’s position with men who feared the loss of rich claims, or were eager to get them, that by 2 p.m. he had run out of the eighty-eight printed licences he had brought with him and was lamenting the absence of Quinten Dick with more. He set his men to work making rough copies of the licence, and that is how they spent their first Sunday on the field.43 The Argus reported that the Sabbath was “chosen for the robbery”, which suggests that Doveton concealed from the governor the fact that he allowed the issue of licences on the Lord’s Day.44 He hoped to have two hundred forms by Monday, and in the next couple of weeks the troopers who had to write them out (those who could write) must have regretted the licences almost as much as the diggers did. By the time the printed forms in the baggage arrived, on 6 October, at least 1300 handwritten forms had been prepared.45 The Argus spoke with alarm of the threat posed to a free people by the placing of authority in the hands of foppish whipper-snappers, who talked about irons and hand-cuffings for those who failed to pay for the privilege of being allowed to work. The laissez-faire, acquisitive spirit of the middle class, in rough working dress, was thus mobilized against uniformed authority, fearful of anarchy and rebellion if men were allowed to do as they wished, and lacking the imagination to see that the institution of goldfields commissioners presupposed the inability of the diggers to participate in government.


Harry Stacpoole rightly sees this first confrontation between diggers and government as a prelude to the tragedy of the Eureka rebellion which was generated three years later on the same goldfield by an equally orderly population and a similarly insensitive and insecure administration. Yet order was precious. W. S. Gibbons, who was less radical than Clarke or the Argus correspondent, emphasized the security that came with the officials and identified the discord as the creation of a few fractious and discontented spirits.46 He differed with Clarke over the issue, and probably so strongly that on 28 September they stopped sharing the hut which they had run gratuitously as a branch post office. Before Doveton came, according to Gibbons, they had been so popular that if Ballarat had been enfranchised they would have been elected its representatives unanimously.47 “If Ballarat had been enfranchised …!” That was an if that held anger, tears and blood. The population of a sizeable town had moved into the countryside by October 1851, but there was no way, such was the revolutionary impact of the gold discovery, by which the pastoral interests and the governor, who together ran the colony, or the British Colonial Office at a much greater distance, could be brought to see the diggers’ need for civil rights.


The richness of the ground had had far-reaching results. It was after hearing the tales, some boastful but most of them true, of the lucky majority of miners, and seeing their cradles and dishes speckled with gold, that Commissioner Doveton decided that individual claims measuring eight feet by eight would give a fair reward. He was also aware of the pace at which newcomers were arriving, and apparently out of concern for them, or in the belief that men should not make fortunes by just digging in the earth, he decided on a minute claim size. In his paternalism, and no doubt in ignorance (though probably according to some general instructions based on the small size of claims in New South Wales), he disregarded Californian precedent.48 There, where the claims were large, as they had been at first on Golden Point, newcomers were obliged to move on. New fields were therefore more quickly opened up, lasted longer and gave better average returns. But in California new fields were easy to find and the population build-up was much slower at first—there was no reservoir of townsmen waiting to flood the field.


Lacking a direct account from either Doveton or Dana about the decision and its results, we can only surmise that there was a rush to peg claims according to the new decision, during which Connor’s party made the most of their advantage. Little did the miners realize that they were pegging out a procedure which was to condemn them for years to perennial rushes and which was later to hamper grievously the efficiency of gold production from the landscape under their feet.


Gradually the government camp took shape and its routines developed on the quartz hill, later Post Office Hill, overlooking the diggings. A large Union Jack flew above neat military tents, and in a cleared area around them white troopers and native police could be seen lounging, or cleaning their boots, or preparing for a routine patrol.49 After one such foray in the first few weeks they came back with Shannahan who spoke of being guarded by eight or nine blacks with big polished boots, “looking as proud as possible”.50 He had to pay a £10 fine to get his licence. The commissioner’s tent was the focal point of the camp, where all questions about the irksome regulations were referred. The police office was a separate department, though the headaches were just as acute. Captain Dana was apprehensive from the start about the behaviour of “turbulent ruffians” from all over the country and from Van Diemen’s Land. He requested reinforcements of at least twenty-five well-armed troopers, and in the meantime he asked for and was granted the help of Mr Lydiard and the detachment of native police from the Goulburn River.51 Thus the Aboriginals remained in a majority among the forces of law and order during the first phase at Ballarat. It seems incongruous that they should have been used in this way, although their pay of 1½d a day made them financially attractive. They had an unenviable reputation for drunkenness and were out of place policing white men whose language they barely understood. And partly as a result of their weakness the diggers took their own measures. They went to bed at night with guns at their sides newly primed after their noisy evening ritual of firing into the air, they shot claim jumpers and thieves, and they arrived at the view that the administration cared more about licence enforcement than about justice. Swindells and Oddie, for instance, had been refused licences for speaking out against the fee.52


Commissioner Doveton won small praise from the governor while he battled with a mess that was essentially not of his own making. He was criticized for the sketchiness of his despatches, which he tried to write at the end of the day’s work in a tent he shared with David Armstrong as sleeping quarters and general office. There was nowhere to keep his papers, no table on which to write.53 He was so busy preparing and issuing licences and regulating claims at the Point itself that he found it impossible to visit the outlying diggings or even to think clearly about necessary arrangements. It was a month before he had a tent to himself.


There was recurrent confusion about the relative status of Ballarat and Buninyong, as if the goldfields might soon peter out. There was also confusion about the roles of commissioners and police. They belonged to distinct organizations and were responsible to separate headquarters in Melbourne. E. P. S. Sturt, the commandant of the Melbourne City Police, set up the police organization on the field early in October. He favoured the establishment of Petty Sessions and proper buildings at Ballarat, but Captain Mair, who came in mid-October as both police magistrate and inspector of police, preferred Buninyong as his headquarters; it was a surveyed town. Sturt had however already accepted tenders for a rough guardroom (16 by 10 feet) and a bark stable of six stalls at the Ballarat camp, to which Mair felt himself committed but to which he added a stronger lock-up of logs at Buninyong.54
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The scene at the Commissioner’s tent


Sturt’s view was that the police must be on the field in strength to help the commissioners enforce the regulations and to provide a much needed night patrol. For that reason, and to help control sly-grog tents, he wanted to bring up foot police. Mair was not so inclined to sacrifice police organization to the needs of the field. Sturt was concerned about the propriety of dragging offenders from temporary custody at Ballarat to trial at Buninyong. The police were of course already strained by the demands of escort and licence duties, and Sturt seems to have been influenced by a row early in October when a miner had to be handcuffed and marched away after he had disputed violently the commissioner’s decision about a claim. To a man of his background and sense of fair play, the expediency of chaining men to trees overnight or while others were chased was repugnant.55


The organization was further strained by the cost of living. Troopers had to ration themselves, but while miners averaged about £5 a day, the police were paid only 3s. The government should at least ration them, Sturt thought. After all, they suffered from miserable accommodation, ill-fitting uniforms and an assortment of begged and borrowed arms and equipment. His idea was taken up, and the following tenders for forage and rations resulted:56
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Notice the cost of feeding a horse. While horses were eating up money, Sturt’s suggestion about foot police should have been taken seriously.


The security of gold was a constant headache. Dana had only an open ration tent to keep it in. Even so, some diggers left their winnings with him, and he felt the need to send away two escorts by 30 September, the latter carrying 912 oz of gold.57 Security was such an obvious problem that a Melbourne gold buyer sought permission to erect a wooden house containing an iron safe “near the police station at Buninyong Goldfields”.58 The first regular escort left Buninyong on 6 October carrying 1239 oz, 500 for the treasury, as payment for 1000 licences, and the rest to private addresses in Melbourne (344 oz) and Geelong (395 oz).59 A contract cart arrived at Buninyong from Melbourne each Saturday night, went to Ballarat on Monday afternoon to pick up gold, stayed overnight at Buninyong and departed for Melbourne at 6 a.m. A charge of only 1% was levied to cover costs. Yet most of the gold stayed on the field or was taken away privately. Assuming a six-day week and an average of 1½ oz per man, production would have been about 18 000 oz in the week ending 6 October, against an escort figure of 1200 oz. As in the week before, less than 10% was carried by escort. By 22 October the commissioner considered that gold worth £80 000 (25 000 oz) was being concealed by diggers on the field.60 He was trying to make a point which Sturt also took up with the government. Gold was a fearful stimulus to crime. Men of the worst character were arriving from Van Diemen’s Land to join the refuse of Victorian society in preying on an enterprise which demanded severer labour than they were prepared for.


Official routines, like escort gold, were only a fraction of goldfields life. The police and officials were swamped by the growth of the field. There were 800 miners on 21 September, 2500–3000 on 6 October, 4500–5000 on 13 October, and a peak of 5000–6000 on 20 October.61 The population of Victoria, men, women and children, was about 77 000. Throughout October most of the diggers were at Golden Point, but gradually as water became scarcer and the claims poorer there was a movement to new diggings up various creeks. Brownbill’s was popular throughout; it had 1500 men on 20 October although another field, fourteen miles away, had been rushed.62 On 11 October the “Flat Diggings” were opened just across the creek from Golden Point, but the deposit was neither extensive nor rich—just a nuisance to the occupants of tents on the ground. Before the end of October gold was also discovered in the middle of Black Hill Flat, in a gravelly patch where the famous Gravel Pits lead was later discovered.


Yields throughout were high for such small claims, and the officials shared the excitement of the miners. On 6 October Doveton reported many nuggets and some splendid claims. A party of five took 136 oz one day and 120 oz the next from a single hole—about £180 per man. Howe and Herring cleaned up 37 lb from their hole near the Cavanaghs’, on which Oddie’s tent had stood. The largest nugget weighed 7 oz 3 dwt and Doveton set such store by it that he reported in succeeding weeks that it had not been outdone. By 13 October the blue clay which held these lumps was almost worked out, and the decline of Golden Point had begun. No claim seems to have bettered the Cavanaghs’ hole, though some pockets were very rich. La Trobe, on a brief visit, saw 8 lb washed from two tin dishes of earth, and he followed the progress of a party who raised 16 lb before breakfast and 31 lb in the day.63 Others got 10 oz per man per day, day after day, in parties of four. No wonder the onslaught proved too much for Golden Point. From slow beginnings it had a swift development and was rapidly exhausted. But the miners had been hardened and equipped for an even richer surface deposit at Mount Alexander, the lure of which denuded Ballarat in the first few days of November.


The rape of Golden Point was not a great technical achievement. The poorer surface deposits were neglected for the blue clay and many pockets and pillars of ground were left because of unco-ordinated sinking in small claims. Years afterwards miners could still make a living there. But an enormous amount of earth had been carted to the creek and put to ordeal by water, polluting the clear stream unmercifully in the process and reducing its banks to long shoals of tailings. A laborious sifting in tin dishes which marked the first few weeks gave way to cradling. By 28 September there were 143 and by 6 October 500 cradles—one to every party of five or six miners.64 The noise they made in concert was like distant thunder or the beating of a thousand muffled drums. It could be heard for miles. One newcomer thought the field looked like a huge anthill just after it has been disturbed.65 Once the clay was understood, numerous tubs—provisions barrels cut in half—appeared along the creek, where the hardest work went on as spades were used to churn the heavy clay. The demand for water was so great that a channel was cut to bring the Yarrowee to deep pools on the flat. When mapped at the end of the year they measured several hundred yards across, and although a map could not convey the drama of what had happened to that once-beautiful terrain, a journalist could. In the Melbourne Daily News of 25 October Gibbons described Golden Point as a citadel thrown to the ground. Thousands of men were running about like rabbits between burrows. Everything had an appearance of “deep yellow earth—yellow clothes—yellow hands—yellow faces—yellow everything”. And no wonder. “Not a spadeful of this earth”, he said, “but possesses some amount of gold”.
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Ballarat Flat and part of Golden Point


At the peak of activity in October an artist was at work among the wattles on the basalt escarpment across from Golden Point. He was D. Tulloch whose sketch was later engraved by Thomas Ham as part of a goldfields album.66 It looks out across Ballarat Flat, on which there are numbers of tents and huts, to the line of the creek and beyond it to the great clearing of the main diggings. In the distance you can see Mount Warrenheip. Diggers are thick on the ground and especially along the creek, where Tulloch shows a thousand or more absorbed in washing routines. Tubs and cradles are in almost equal supply. Moving about among the holes and down to the water are dozens of miners with wheelbarrows and an equal number with sacks slung on their backs. Along the arc of trees which encloses the cleared area of holes there is a line of white tents. Overall, despite a random appearance, the impression one gets is of concentration and routine and of a corporate experience that can have had no parallel in the lives of those who were there. One woman only can be distinguished. She stands near the doorway of a rather substantial hut. Not far away are a couple of Aboriginals.
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Digging at Golden Point, October 1851, Mount Warrenheip in the background


This picture agrees with a sketch plan of the area made by A. C. McDonald and dated 11 October.67 This helps to determine Tulloch’s vantage point by transposing his arrangement of river and flat. It also affords evidence of the position of the belt of blue clay by identifying Cavanagh’s claim, and shows the commissioner’s tent, close to which apparently Alfred Clarke set up his listening-post some time after 11 October.


Into this cradle of attitudes and experiences came all manner of men, including many who later spent their lives at Ballarat. Their urban origin should be stressed, for that helps to explain the advent of doctors, storekeepers, blacksmiths, butchers, bakers and other tradesmen.68 Town dwellers adopted a methodical, even legal, approach to partnerships. Withers quotes documents of 22 September and 8 October 1851 by which two Geelong parties sought to regulate their adventures.69 The first, whose names suggest Presbyterian origins, included the clause, “that we do agree to abstain from digging or searching for gold on the Sabbath day”, and provided for a fine of £5 for a first, and expulsion for a second, bout of drunkenness. The second party, nearly all of whom were printers, had drawn up precise rules about the division of gold, the two months period of the operation and the maintenance of sobriety.


Families were left behind, thus subjecting the urbanites to the male-dominated frontier experience. On 24 September there were only about ten women among six hundred men.70 One of the first to come was Mrs Thomas Bath, and she probably stayed because Bath, after digging for a while, settled down as a butcher, the trade he had followed before migrating from England.71 His tent can possibly be seen in the middle of the flat, its doorway obstructed by a row of carcases, in one of Strutt’s pictures.72 Inglis’s run, now held by his nephew Archibald Fisken, was perfectly placed to supply this market with beef from herds of cattle running wild in the forests around Warrenheip. When Dr James Palmer, the president of the Legislative Council, came to Golden Point in the first month, he did not rough it with the mob but stayed at Lal Lal with Fisken. Some Melbourne society ladies, who came with their husbands for the adventure of seeing the new rendezvous of Melbourne’s male population, were accommodated at the camp, with black police guarding their tents at night.73 When their fine carriages, all scratched from the journey, appeared out of the bush, and their dresses indicated the presence of women, the sex-starved diggers let out a great cheer.74
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The foreshore at Geelong in 1850, a familiar scene for many diggers and a great contrast to diggings life.
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McDonald’s map of Golden Point, 11 October 1851: the cross superimposed on the map indicates where Tulloch sketched his view of Golden Point


The Reverend Thomas Hastie at Buninyong was particularly well placed to observe the passing show, and see society turned upside down. An uncouth digger offered him a huge sum for his horse and buggy, and he watched promising young men throw up their prospects in favour of mining. Several clergymen called on their way to the diggings, and one was bold enough to ask if he could graze his horse in Hastie’s paddock. The reply was a reproof. Of course he could, if he came, like a Church of England minister who had been there for a fortnight, to preach to and visit the diggers; if not, he must pay for his grass. Hastie expressed surprise at the speed with which authority and law became paramount on the goldfields, and gave much more credit to the intelligence and character of the diggers than to those in authority.75


Hastie drove to Ballarat on Sundays after his own flock had met, to hold services in the open air at different localities on the field and at the camp, where the visiting Church of England minister also gathered his people. These denominations were the least adapted to the free and easy atmosphere of gold-digging. Although Hastie had a special gift of friendliness in the best tradition of bush hospitality, he valued a settled community and proper church buildings, unlike the Wesleyans, whose founder had gone from place to place in England, outside the towns, preaching in the open air. For them the earnest layman was an effective leader, and their strength on the diggings was probably an important factor in achieving the sabbath decorum so often remarked upon. They held their first class-meetings in the bush not far from John James’s smithy at White Flat after first gathering for service in “a tent of boughs”.76 By the end of September they were well organized, and it may be as well to let one of them speak, as he did to Withers in 1870:


The first service was held on Sunday morning, the 28th Sept., 1851, on the flat, preacher (local) Mr. J. Sanderson, about one hundred present, text Corinthians II, “Ye are bought with a price.” Class meeting at two o’clock in Sanderson’s tent on Golden Point. Mr. Hastie came, attracted by the singing, and requested the aid of the singers, and waited half-an-hour, and took them to his service at the Commissioners’ Camp. Sunday following, 5th October, Rev. Mr. Lewis, Wesleyan minister, from Geelong, preached on the flat at eleven o’clock and at the Black Hill in the evening. Subscriptions for a chapel rolled in and on the 12th November, in the afternoon, Mr. Sanderson opened the new chapel; text 12th Chap. Isaiah, “Behold, God is my salvation.” The chapel was of saplings and boughs with tarpaulin over it, no pulpit. James Oddie was at the opening service. The day was a very stormy one. Mr. William Howell was the treasurer. Mr. Jones, of Tasmania, gave the first pound, and nuggets rolled in fast and furious. No other service was held in the building. The rush to Forest Creek took away the population the next week.77


The building went with them, the wood as a frame for a cart and the tarpaulin to cover some goods.


Roman Catholics were visited from time to time by Father Dunne of Geelong. In October Ballarat probably held most of the men from his parish and one can imagine the family greetings he carried to and fro. His first church was a tent near Brown Hill, with a carpet of quartz gravel to kneel on during the mass.78
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The Flat showing Bath’s butchery and some new arrivals


In that raw society men badly needed a comforter. La Trobe noticed in late October that those physically and temperamentally unfit for mining were returning home.79 Some never returned. On a page headed “Women Scarce, Grog Plentiful” Withers writes feelingly of the sick and the lonely for whom there was no systematic care. A sick man had only “the awkward, if gentle tending of his digging partners in the gold-hunting wilderness”. For the lonely there was sometimes death, their bones (when found) buried “beneath some drooping spray of peppermint about the slopes or gullies of the goldfield.”80 Many were temperamentally unable to gain relief at the camp-fires where yarns were spun, songs sung and music played. Most turned to grog. That other safety-valve of pent-up spirits, the company of women, was largely denied them. In their weariness and solitude of heart, says Withers, the arrival of a woman evoked instant memories of far-away homes, and mothers, wives and sweethearts. Often they wept at the sight of a woman, as they struggled in their hearts with love, hope, disappointment and fear. Even prostitutes were rare—and made their fortunes—so, inevitably, men turned to each other and left the fold of contemporary morality.


“But recklessness often marked the life of the time, and the brandy bottle of the grog shanty killed some victims then as it does in this later day.”81 So the author of 1870 looked back at the most intractable social problem of 1851–4. Historians have offered thousands of words on the goldfields licence question but only hundreds on the subject of grog. Yet from the first this was a major source of unrest. It brought clashes with the administration at a deeper emotional level than the resistance to licence payments. It brought more open contempt for the law.


Fear, not understanding, on the part of La Trobe and his government, led to prohibition on the goldfields. To be sure, ruffians, unruly already and tempted to crime by the presence of treasure, might be fiends if inflamed by drink. But why only on the goldfields? Surely what was needed was as much normal life as possible. By a suicidal move, the authorities were committed to a confrontation with a veritable army of men, lacking almost all comforts, and therefore needing comfort, who had come from a society in which heavy drinking was part of the fabric of life.


The sad, the lonely, the casual drinker, who felt the need for a tot, as so many did in wet conditions to keep away sickness, the carouser and the lucky fellow on a binge were all to be denied, unless the law could be evaded. Their need was so great that sly-grog tents, posing as stores or soup kitchens, sprang up all over the field, and the police were committed to a war of attrition. They were never on top of it, although they were always seen to be involved in grog hunts to the neglect of other, and to most miners, more important duties. Large sums of money were involved in the traffic. A. C. McDonald’s diary carries the entry for 11 October 1851, “Sly grog-selling carried on openly, several prominent Melbourne and Geelong storekeepers subsequently fined. Meetings were held and two orderly and respectable diggers did their best to put down sly grog-selling and partially succeeded in doing so.”82 But the pressure was too strong. Drink there was, although on 28 October the Argus reported for instance that six dray-loads of spirits, wine, porter and ale, most of it sent up by well-known Geelong publicans, had been seized. Goodness knows where some of the other brews came from and how the customers managed first to drink and then to survive them.


The reference to Melbourne and Geelong storekeepers is illuminating. The first retail supplies were brought to Ballarat in October 1851 by the hawking-dray of Stirling and Son of Geelong.83 Then came more dray-loads of goods, belonging to city businessmen who early came to share the excitement of the fortune-hunters, and whose vested interest in the diggers’ cause against government restrictions was to be an important political factor in the years ahead. Men from the local pastoral villages were also present. Samuel Irwin remembered that when lack of coin restricted their activities they issued crude notes of face value 5s and upwards. They were called Burnbanks or Colacs, according to the name of the store, but, not being exchangeable, they were soon abolished in favour of transactions using gold.84 Small change was then taken in boxes of matches and the like, or in very small potatoes reckoned at threepence each. Permanent structures came slowly. A bakehouse was not erected until late November. At the beginning of 1852, but probably earlier, an important store and post office was opened close to the commissioners’ camp by a Mr Adams, later of Buninyong, who used to collect the letters from the mail cart. Before he came, the newspaper reporters Clarke and Gibbons ran a post office, which probably helped them keep their fingers on the pulse of the field.85


There was no possibility of avoiding a conflict between the respectable and the profane. To many Wesleyans, and to men of quietist religion, like Governor La Trobe, the beast in a man might devour him in these unnatural conditions. A pre-existing tendency towards prohibition in some clashed with a pre-existing tendency towards alcoholism in others, especially the ex-convict Irish. Irwin’s account of an October Sunday, when God’s claim was pegged out in song and prayer across Golden Point, finished with this antithesis:


But, while a large number of the gold seekers attended Divine worship, as described, there was a large amount of the rowdy, old convict element in the community, and it found its pleasure in devoting the day to consuming gin, and thereafter settling its disputes after the manner of the prize ring. On the Sunday referred to the “churches” had barely dispersed when a prize fighting celebrity, from Geelong—Ned Bolton—and some of his fraternity had a set-to … The very insufficient force of black police could not and did not try to put down such exhibitions very much.86


An indication of large numbers involved in Sunday sport is given in a report of a prize-fight which drew three thousand spectators on 26 October.87 But on that occasion Captain Mair and his troopers came up and scattered them. The police were outnumbered; the commissioner was overwhelmed. Surely, then, the government was right to take steps to strengthen its position on the field. It was right to diagnose an unusual situation. There was for instance no possibility of local government institutions where there was no freehold land and no stable population. But the quasi-military Goldfields Commission and the imposition of virtual martial law cut down the area of co-operation that could ultimately be expected, especially with men like David Armstrong as commissioners. A facetious remark to Armstrong by a newcorner to the field, not yet licensed but trying his arm in an abandoned hole, earned him a night in the open chained to a tree.88 And that stirred the government’s critics, not only in the press. Placards appeared on the field: “Down with La Trobe. Pay no Licences. Attend the meeting tonight. The Government officers are … scoundrels”. Armstrong was over-conscientious, often unjust, usually provocative and always unpopular. Official thinking was based on the fear that the miners would prove too unruly to control, when in fact their behaviour, if rough, was remarkably constrained. It was the government organization that proved difficult to control. The trial period at Ballarat showed up the inadequacy of the police force, but rather than abandon the policies of licensing and the prohibition that exposed that inadequacy, the government gave incentives to individual police by awarding them half the fines inflicted on grog-sellers and unlicensed miners. This drove the magistrates, who were all officials, into a corner.89 They had to fine heavily in order to keep up the morale, and even the numbers, of the force. It was a vicious circle.
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An open air service


Much of this government position is hard to pin down. But there is one consistent assumption, that the miners were there on sufferance, and that the land and the gold were the property of the crown. Thus the licence was not a tax, for no one was forcing the miners to dig. When, towards the end of 1851, La Trobe proposed to double the amount of the licence fee, he saw as one reason the “notorious” disproportion between private gain and public revenue from gold. It did not occur to him to make the same comparison for squatting, for he had not erected an expensive machinery to control it. He wrote earnestly to the secretary of state in England, in March 1852, expressing his belief that nine-tenths of the crime on the goldfields was the result of the illicit sale of spirits, without wondering to what extent prohibition had created crime.


So arbitrary was the government’s position that it was able to sustain its view that the mining community should not expect normal civil rights by preventing the Geelong Advertiser, through Clarke, from setting up a printing press at Ballarat in October 1851.90 Political agitation was considered out of place among people who had no political rights anyway and who were just a mob. What else but violence would a newspaper incite? This view of the miners as second-class citizens, doing something that was almost improper, and of journalists like Clarke as dangerous men, was not to be removed until the government organization had been shown to be so clearly fourth-rate and corrupt that force was brought against it. Indeed, the diggers were so angry, in December 1851, with the arbitrary decision to double the licence fee to £3 a month from 1 January 1852 (later hastily withdrawn after digger protests) that they began to gather quantities of arms.91


Long before that the terrace deposit at Golden Point had been exhausted. At the end of October a fabulous new field at Mount Alexander (later Castlemaine) was drawing off about five hundred men every day, and in December only a few hundred were left at Ballarat.92 This was hardly an appropriate time to lay out a township, but because the government wheels had started turning, a surveyor, W. S. Urquhart, rode in from the pastoral plains to draw lines that gave birth to the first of Victoria’s golden cities.





2 | Out in the Gullies


During 1852 and 1853 the miners, like toddlers exploring an adult world, took their first steps into the extraordinary labyrinth of Ballarat’s buried landscape. For many this meant hardships quite out of proportion to the rewards they gained; for some it brought death or terrible injury; but for a few, and this kept everyone going, there was great wealth at the bottom of some narrow shaft. The mystery was penetrated only slowly, yet, because of that, the population grew steadily and was held in a more permanent relationship than on any other goldfield. Slowly, very slowly, a town emerged from the frenzy.


Ballarat was the first Gold fields Town surveyed by me in Victoria, and was always my favourite. Commanding a fine position; a bracing fine climate equal to any in the colony; about 1,400 feet above sea level, with rich lands on all sides, in some places second to none in Victoria …


W. S. Urquhart (1880)1


Urquhart’s rhapsody was justified, but his favourite town could easily have been still-born. It was not until 3 December 1851, a month after the rush to Mount Alexander, that he received instructions to leave his camp near Lake Burrumbeet, west of Ballarat, and proceed to the goldfield. He camped at Yuille’s Swamp on 11 December. The next day he fixed the position of the general features of the country for a few miles around Golden Point and decided where the township should be. The decision, he said later, was his alone but the shape of the town and the width of its streets came from a general policy under which he had already that year marked out the towns of Sunbury, Woodend, Carlsruhe and Malmsbury. He knew the country well, for he had been district surveyor since December 1845, yet he was a little nervous because he felt a special responsibility in laying out the first town of the new gold era. In deciding upon the usual reserve around the town, he carefully avoided any land to the east of the Yarrowee, where the diggers had been. It was, anyway, still mainly bush and hard to survey in contrast to the grassy plateau on which he reserved 1062 acres, including a small slice of the swamp and more than a mile of river frontage.


He worked in the field until 26 December and then prepared the final maps and plans, dated 17 January. After that it was time to survey Castlemaine, then Bendigo (Sandhurst) and other goldfields towns.


Urquhart’s survey cuts a slice through time, like a biologist’s slide or one frame from a motion picture, showing how things stood at the end of the first phase of Ballarat’s history. Something of the disaster of Yuille, the squatter, can be seen. For him the disruption of the gold rush outweighed its advantages as a market for meat and hay. Several busy roads had cut his run to pieces and now the town reserve and police paddock threatened a great slice of it. But perhaps the worst was over. Although four separate diggings had scarred the basin and ruined the stream and many acres of fertile ground, the dwindling population could do very little extra damage.


The plan is an expressive document, encapsulating official attitudes to urban development.2 Urquhart’s grid was both a routine trap for the funds of land speculators and an expression of the laissez-faire view that, given a rational base, men would create a community. Its planning was rudimentary. There was no provision for gardens or churches or markets or public buildings. Its virtues were its size and the generous allowance of 3 chains for the main street and 2 for the others. Something could be made of that.


While Urquhart organized the survey, the diggers who had in effect brought him to Ballarat, were tearing up the ground fifty miles away, under the eyes of Doveton, Lydiard and Dana, whose names appear on Ballarat’s first streets. The other three streets were given the names of Armstrong, Mair and Sturt, also officials of the days at Golden Point. Urquhart found Aboriginal names for landscape features, and this speaks of the district surveyor’s feeling for the original state of the land. He named the swamp “Wendouree”, the river “Yarrowee” and gave “Bowdun” to Black Hill. By labelling the main waterholes—by then, however, filthy beyond any words—“Quimidupakup”, and the hole further downstream, “Parmoompi”, he indicated the detailed nature of Aboriginal association with the area. Was he prejudiced against squatters that nothing was named after Yuille?
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Urquhart’s survey of the town and diggings


Ballarat recovered gradually during 1852, and in August when the population was about 2000 the government thought that the time had come to sell some town land.3 A month earlier the commissioners’ camp had been moved to the edge of the township, where it was laid out anew on a green mound overlooking the river. This should have given some fillip to land sales. But of the forty lots contained in the four township blocks only fifteen were sold (mainly to Geelong buyers) when they were first offered at Geelong on 25 August 1852. On 24 November seven further lots were sold, including two to Thomas Bath, the butcher who had been one of the Geelong brigade at Golden Point.4


For the rest of the year, the camp stood almost in isolation on its splendid site. It was however no better equipped than at Golden Point. The ramshackle guardhouse and stable, the only “permanent” building, had been carted across, and the old routines continued.5 In November a ship’s cook sweated over his fires near Mair Street, preparing huge meals for about twenty people. He had just arrived from South Africa with several shipmates who, having no money and no liking for hard work, had signed on as policemen. They were a “ragged ununiformed Falstaffian sort of crowd”, according to another of the party, who stuck to digging, yet before such new chums arrived in a wave towards the end of 1852, it was unusual for the authorities to find recruits at all.6 Assistant Commissioner Eyre was desperate in September when the number of diggers was increasing rapidly. The hated licences were his greatest burden. In the first fortnight of the month 1,800 had been issued by a staff which was at half strength. He needed six more foot police and a sergeant, and vainly hoped that they might be found at Mount Alexander, Melbourne or Geelong.7


Under these circumstances, police were signed on without ceremony, without thought for their motives or suitability. Otherwise, John Brooksbank might have been spared a fine for grog-selling, when a guest at his boarding-house, after a friendly nobbier, went to the camp, enlisted in the police and came back to arrest his landlord. His treachery brought him half Brooksbank’s £50 fine, but the diggers soon drove him from the field by constantly hooting him and burning his effigy.8 Such police were a continual embarrassment to the commissioner. Eyre wanted them all replaced.9 He complained bitterly throughout July and August that they would not obey his instructions. They left camp without permission and allowed prisoners to escape. When he was so short of staff, it galled him to see constables lounging about the camp insolently refusing any duties but proper police work. He asked for full control over them, but was denied it; the police department in Melbourne fought too strongly for independence from the upstart Gold Commission.10
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